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Introduction

       Crime is costly to our society in the form of tax dollars, broken families and human victimization.  Research has shown the most effective way to stop crime is to prevent delinquent behavior and to help a child develop his talents and abilities.1

       The Helping Families Initiative, implemented by the District Attorney’s office, is a new, youth crime prevention program. Its purpose is to intervene in a young person’s life and family before the child becomes involved with crime. At risk children are identified through violations within Mobile County School System and by referral. These children and their families are assessed, needs are identified, and families are connected with community services. This report will examine the effectiveness of the Helping Families Initiative. 
Families Completing Program

       The Helping Families Initiative received 428 students into its program from August 2003 to July 2004. Of this number, 130 students/families actually completed the program by completing the initial and the closure assessment. Over 200 families did not complete the program for various reasons, such as withdrawal from public school, or obtaining an active juvenile status. These reasons and others will be discussed in the section labeled Reasons for Closure.

       Of the 130 students completing the program, 80(61.5%) were male and 50(38.5%) were female. There were 54 black students (41.5%) and 76 white students (58.5%). The ages of these students ranged from 6 to 19, with a mean age of 14.  Most students were 13, 14, and 15 years old. (See Table1)  In this group of 130, the educational level of students consisted of 33 from elementary school (25.4%), 62 students from middle school (47.7%), and 35 from high school (26.9%). The schools with the most students completing the program were Hall Elementary with 19 students (14.6%), Causey Middle with 16 (12.3%), and Theodore High with 7 (5.4%).  These schools represent almost one-third of the students completing the program. (See Table 1)

      1 Osher, Quinn, Poirier, Rutherford, “Deconstructing the Pipeline,” New Directions for Youth Development  no. 99 (Fall 2003) : 91-95
Testing/ 130 Families Completing Program

        To examine the effectiveness of the Helping Families Initiative, the initial assessment scores were compared with the closure assessments for 130 students. 

A T test was performed on the initial and the closure assessment for the 5 domains of environment, child wellbeing, family interaction, family safety, and parental capabilities. These domains were then combined to make an overall initial and an overall closure assessment. 

        The results were significant (meaningful) for environment, child wellbeing, family interaction, parental capabilities, and overall initial / closure assessments.  Significance means the difference or change between the initial and closure assessment probably could not have occurred by chance and that this meaningful change could apply to the population. In other words, the probability these changes occurred by chance is small and the changes could be due to the Helping Families Program intervention. The only domain that did not change was family safety.

(See Graph)    

       The effects of sex, race, age, grade, and initial assessment scores on the closure assessment scores were measured to determine predictors of the closure scores. The initial assessment score was found to be the best predictor. In other words, if a student had a high initial assessment score, they would be more likely to have a high closure score. The student’s sex, race, age and grade were not good predictors, therefore they could not be used to determine or predict closure scores. 

       The effects of sex, race, age, and grade on the change (between initial and closure assessments) were also measured. This measurement determined the predictors of the change. These demographics did not have a significant effect on the change and therefore were not responsible for it. According to this data, the student’s sex, race, age, or grade was not responsible for improvements demonstrated by the families on the closure assessments. Once again, the Helping Families intervention could be responsible for the assessment changes. (Analysis available on request)

Families Completing Initial Assessment 

       There were 1965 student names received by the Helping Families Initiative Program Supervisor. About 635 were not qualified due to their “active juvenile status” and 902 were labeled as “monitor only” as determined by the program supervisor. “Monitor only” was a label given when the offense or situation was such that the family could appropriately deal with the student/offense. The remaining 428 students qualified for the Helping Families Program.
       Of these 428 qualifying students, 130 completed the initial/closure assessments, thereby completing the program. This left a total of 298 students. Of these 298 students, about 40 assessments were still in progress. (At the time of this report) Of the approximately 258 students remaining, some were able to complete an initial 

assessment and some were disqualified during or after completing their assessment. 

 Out of the 193 students completing an initial assessment, 120 were male (62.2%) and 73 were female (37.8%). There were 100 black students (51.8%) and 93 white students (48.2%). Participants in the initial assessment ranged in age from 6 to 19 with a mean age of 13. Most students were 13, 14, and 15 years of age. 

Schools with the most students completing the initial assessment were Hall Elementary with 30 students (15.5%), Causey Middle with 19 students (9.8%) and Theodore High with 9(4.7%). (See Table1)

Demographic Comparisons

       When comparing demographics, there was a percentage difference between the participants completing the program and those completing the initial assessment. For example, in the area of race, there were 41.5% blacks completing the program as opposed to 51.8% completing an initial assessment. This means 100 blacks started the program but only 54 actually completed the program. These numbers compared with 93 white students completing an initial assessment and 76 completing the program. In other words, almost 50% of black students did not complete the program as opposed to less than 20% of white students. 

       Differences were also found within age, sex, and grade. The largest percentages of students completing an initial assessment but not the program were black, elementary school males between the ages of 6-12. 

Reasons for Closure & Not Completing Program

      Reasons for file closure are divided into several categories. When the program is completed and both assessments are done then file is closed under IIP COMPLETED. A file can be closed when a student turns 19 during the school year or if parental capability is demonstrated to an extent that satisfies the program supervisor. Also, administrative/school error can be a reason to close a file. These three reasons are labeled NO ACTION NEEDED.  If a student moves out of town, enrolls in a non-public school, is home schooled, enrolled in GED program, or drops out of school, his file is labeled a WITHDRAWAL. A file is closed when a student graduates from high school, or if they obtain active juvenile status. These files would be labeled GRADUATED or JUVENILE STATUS, respectively.    If a family refuses to comply with assessments or they do not respond to phone calls and letters, the file will be closed and labeled NON-COMPLIANT.       

       The reasons outlined above are also used as qualifiers to screen students for this program. As mentioned earlier, a student will not be accepted into this program if they have an active juvenile status, if they have withdrawn from public school, 

moved out of the county, or graduated from high school. If a student is in the process of being assessed, his/her file will be closed if any of the above occur.                                                                                                                       

       Data collected from about 380 out of 428 qualifying students showed that about one-third of the files (117) were closed with the label of no action/ withdrawn/ graduated. Almost one-fourth (90) of the files were non-compliant while one-tenth (43) obtained juvenile status. About 130 completed the program and their files were closed with IIP completed.

Summary

        Overall, significant improvement was found when comparing initial assessment scores with closure scores. This indicated an improvement in overall family functioning and an improvement in the student’s functioning. With improved student functioning, a child is better equipped to develop his abilities and hopefully avoid delinquency.   

        The largest percentage of students, completing an initial assessment but not the program, was found among black, elementary school males between the ages of 6-12. About one fourth of the qualified files were closed due to non-compliance. This means a large number of qualified students appear to be missing out on the program due to non-compliance. 

       Finally, the change or improvement in the closure assessment scores could not be explained by the demographics of sex, race, age, or grade. According to the data, the Helping Families Initiative appeared to be responsible for these improvements in family functioning. Therefore, the program appears to be making a difference. 
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